Innovative Physics Teaching Conferences in the Czech Republic
Rod Milbrandt, Rochester Community and Technical College, Rochester, MN E ven today, with all of the instant communication technologies available, we are still often unaware of all that happens in other parts of the world. In the middle of Europe, in the Czech Republic, physics teachers have created a couple of innovative conferences-or workshops might be a better term. Having attended two of each, I think they're worth publicizing more broadly.
The first is the "Fair of Inventions of Physics Teachers, " held in late summer each year. The location alternates between Prague and other cities in the Czech Republic. The fair is attended by middle school, high school, and college physics teachers, and the emphasis is, as the name implies, on inventions. Teachers from the Czech Republic and other countries come and show new experiments, variations on older experiments, creative ways to use common materials, and more. Around 150 teachers typically attend, and the presentations (for two and a half days) are held in a single large hall. This enables all of the participants to see every demonstration. The emphasis is very much hands-on, and often during breaks people gather to try out the equipment they've just seen demonstrated. The entire event is aimed at practical activities. Some that I observed were a nifty Coriolis force device based on a turntable and a small digital camera, a one-string guitar, a clever homemade electrometer, and creative use of old LCD screens for polarized light experiments. Figures 1 and 2 show some typical demonstrations at the fair.
The event is now in its 15th year and continues to grow. The languages used are Czech and English, and while the majority of the participants are Czech, there are others from Poland, the Netherlands, and even the United States. In fact, some prior American visitors, Helio Takai and Rich Gearns from Long Island, have started a "Physics Teachers Innovations Fair" of their own, inspired by the Czech event. 1 The other conference is something rather out of the ordinary. It is based on what's known as the "Heureka" (in English, "Eureka") project. This project began with a middle school physics teacher, Irena Dvořáková, forming a group with likeminded teachers to share activities and promote teaching based on exploration and active learning. There are several smaller seminars held each year by the Heureka group, and each fall, generally in early October, there is a larger gathering called "The Heureka Workshops" held in the small Czech town of Nachod, 100 km northeast of Prague. This conference has been described in two earlier letters in Physics Education. 2, 3 The local organizer is a high school physics teacher, Zdeněk Polák, and it's held at his high school. The conference lasts from Friday evening to Sunday afternoon, and participants sleep on classroom floors and bring their own food. What would lure physics teachers to do such a thing? The atmosphere at Heureka is very creative and enthusiastic. There are some 16 workshops presented each year and each one is repeated several times, so you can see at least eight of the workshops during the weekend. The workshops define the term "hands on. " Workshops last fall dealt with such topics as finding Boltzmann's constant from the Stefan-Boltzmann law using a multimeter, incandescent light bulb, and lens; creat- ing a homemade low-voltage three-phase power system; and building a very simple luxmeter.
The experimenting goes late into the evening and is followed by singing with guitar-a great atmosphere! The event allows a network of physics teachers at all levels to come together for an extended period and really enjoy sharing the things they've created.
Both events welcome foreign visitors. And if you' d like to start something similar in your locale, or share ideas, please get in touch.
The Fair of Inventions of Physics Teachers will be held Sept. 3-5, 2010, in Prague. The website for the 2010 conference is kdf.mff.cuni.cz/veletrh/2010/en/. A selection of papers from past conferences is at kdf.mff.cuni.cz/veletrh/papers/. For more information contact Leoš Dvořák, Department of Physics Education, Charles University, Prague; leos.dvorak@mff.cuni.cz.
The Heureka annual conference will be held in Nachod, Czech Republic, Oct. 
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